ELVIS FROM THE WAIST UP AND OTHER MYTHS:

19508 MUSIC TELEVISION AND THE GENDERING
OF ROCK DISCOURSE

Norma Coates

lvis Presley’s third appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show on Janu-
ary 6, 1957, is commonly accepted as the birth—and the death—of
rock and roll on network television. Rock and roll mythology de-
emphasizes Presley’s many other appearances on television variety
programs in 1956. Presley’s national television exposure began with mul-
tiweek appearances on the Dorsey Brothers’ Stage Show in January and
continued with appearances on The Milton Berle Show and The Steve Allen
Show. Sullivan finally consented to book Presley after losing to Allen the
weekly ratings battle in his time slot in the week of Presley’s appearance.
The fact that Presley’s whole body graced his first two Sullivan appear-
ances — or cultural critic Gilbert B. Rodman’s well-supported contention
that Presley’s most risqué 1956 appearance occurred on Milton Berle’s
show—is minimized, despite the easy availability of visible evidence.*
Instead, Presley’s third Sullivan appearance is invoked to immediately
position rock and roll music and culture in opposition to conservative
and feminized mass culture, represented in this case by television. Even
respected chroniclers of rock and roll history fall into this trap. For ex-
ample, Charlie Gillett, in The Sound of the City: The Rise of Rock and Roll,
originally published in 1970 and still one of the best accounts of rock and
roll history, avers that “Sullivan allowed Presley on his show provided he
wore a dinner suit and the camera was kept above waist level.”? Again,
visual evidence that refutes this is easily available on video anthologies
and on cable channels.

Because rock criticism and even rock scholarship exist in something
of a vacuum, little has been written about the impact of television, o¥
any other media besides FM radio, on the transformation of gender- and
race-inclusive “rock and roll” to white masculine “rock.” The cultural critic
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with rock and roll, beginning, for this argument as for so many others,
in 1956 and continuing through the end of the 1950s. I examine several
programs, notably The Ed Sullivan Show, The Big Beat, and American Band-
stand, in terms of their reception in the trade press at the time, their fit
with the industrial imperatives and conventions of American television
in the 1950s, and their later insertion into developing discourses that
naturalized a particular inflection of heterosexual masculinity in rock
and roll culture. I assert that in critical hindsight these programs, espe-
cially American Bandstand, caused considerable damage both to the repu-
tation of rock and roll on television and to the primary audience for these
programs, teenage-girl music fans. Later rock critics blamed the female
fans as much as the performers and the music industry itself for encour-
aging the musical blandness of the late 1950s.°
Rock and roll mythology (along with its implicit demonization of tele-
vision) remains influential, as indicated by the treatment of the conjunc-
tion of the two forms of media in the book Station to Station: The History
of Rock and Roll on Television (2000), written by the rock critic Marc Wein-
garten. In light of this point, I offer from Weingarten’s book an extended

quote about rock and roll on television in the 1950s:

TV’s ultimate mission—to sell things —essentially hasn’t changed over the
last half century, which makes it the most culturally intransigent electronic
medium ever created. We need only track the programming history of the big
three networks—cBS, NBC, and ABC—against the cultural and social cur-
rents that have roiled America over the past four decades to discover how out
of touch TV has been in reflecting the other cultural impulses taking place
“outside the box.” Rock and roll, on the other hand, was created to provide
the insurgent teen culture with a voice and an attitude at variance with main-
stream values. It was supposed to stir things up and rage against the decade’s
complacent, smug ethos, not propagate the status quo. Rock and roll was
loud, brash, and impudent; TV was soothing and polite. Rock and roll was sex;
TV was violins. Rock and roll was Elvis Presley; TV was Robert Young. TV was
black and white; rock and roll was Technicolor—it was black and white only
in the sense that it accommodated the miscegenation of pop and R&B. If kids

wanted to see youth run wild, they had to go to the movies.”

Weingarten’s analysis speaks to an image of 1950s television that ig-
nores its historical and other contexts, as well as its ongoing relationship
with popular music, including the rock and roll genre. To address this is-
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would meet the needs of his entire constituency. Presley, and rock and
roll, disturbed the equilibrium that Sullivan had coaxed out of television’s
inherent conflict between the public good and private profit.

The Ed Sullivan Show, originally titled The Toast of the Town, premiered
in 1948, the same year as the Texaco Star Theater. Sullivan’s program out-
lasted all of the other “great” variety shows of the era, and it remained
on the air virtually unchanged in format until 1971, when it was canceled
by cBs along with other programs lacking so-called urban appeal. Sul-
livan was hardly an avuncular figure. He was an ungainly, tongue-tied,
nationally syndicated New York gossip columnist. Oddly, this persona
contributed to his appeal. That a gossip columnist could become televi-
sion’s most successful variety program host is not surprising. Sullivan
may have succeeded where arguably more talented individuals did not
because of his particular inflection of the variety program. In many ways,

Sullivan’s program was closer to the spirit of traditional vaudeville than
were the more well-known, arguably better, variety shows of television’s
early years. Your Show of Shows and Texaco Star Theater focused on sketch
comedy, which was only a part of a typical vaudeville show. Each weekly
edition of The Ed Sullivan Show contained the same main components
as a basic vaudeville show, as well as “something for the youngsters.” As
the vaudeville historian Albert F. McLean Jr. asserts, “At one time or an-
other vaudeville brought just about every form of entertainment known
to man under its umbrella, but its main components were those drawn
from early variety shows — skits, songs, dances, and comic monologues—

together with some of the minstrel show’s humor and the staples of cir-

cus programs—acrobats and animals.”® Here McLean could have been

describing a typical Sullivan hour, minus the overt minstrel routine.

The Ed Sullivan Show and Ed Sullivan the persona epitomized the dual
nature of 1950s culture. The program’s elevation, in nostalgic hindsight,
to the position of sacred text, as well as exemplar of a kinder, gentler
time in American culture, is evidence of Sullivan’s skill in submerging
the contradictions covered over by the veneer of benign pluralism.” The
Ed Sullivan Show helped to ease the introduction of television into the
American home with its (and Sullivan’s) particular vision of “something
for everyone.” Every Sunday night, viewers would be treated to acts as
disparate as opera and rock and roll, serious dramatic readings and chil-
dren’s puppets. Sullivan also brought his audience overseas to Europe
in an effort to showcase acts that he considered the best that the “high-
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Before addressing these other programs, I first want to note that it is
important to understand the various contexts in which rock and roll on

television was situated. Televised rock and roll highlighted points of fric-
tion between two media that were at

the same time complementary and
often incompatible. Popular music

was an integral part of television from
the dawn of network programming, but it was difficult for television pro-
grammers to provide an effective visual treatment of music on television
outside of variety-show appearances or the insertion of songs into dra-
matic programs. Rock and rol] exacerbated this problem, because its per-
formance was almost too visual: rock and roll artist
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Perhaps the biggest threat of rock and roll was its overt recognition of
the plausibility of racial miscegenation. Musical miscegenation could to
some extent be contained, as it had ip jazz, but rock and roll had a much
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Indeed, rock and roll gave rise to a “dangerous” mixing of the races,
physically through the mixed-race revues popularized by leading disk
jockeys, and aurally through the widespread broadcast of rhythm and
blues music on the radio. Such mixing threatened to upset the prevailing

racial norms of the 1950s, in the North as well as in the South.” Rock and

roll was also, and often incorrectly, articulated to juvenile delinquency, in

part because of the visual iconography of black leather jackets, black or
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dustry and business magazines of the era indicate that although there
Was much eagerness to capture the teen audience, there was great un-
certainty as to why. That this was a market with great potential spending
Power was clear: 5 1956 article in Sponsor quoted a study by the Gilbert
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tial sales impact of Elvis Presley’s 1956 television appearances was cleay
early on. Rock and roll, particularly in the person of Presley, drew the
teen audience to the television screen. [t also drew great criticism, which
was aimed more at the television industry than at Presley himself,

Jack Gould, the influential television critic for the New Yo
the 1950s, fired 2 darnaging broadside at the television indus
ticle written for the widely read Sunday edition, published September g,
1956, after Presley’s first appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show. Presley had
been appearing on national television since January of that year, Gould
wrote a short article about Presley on June 6, 1956, describing the pet-
former “as a rock-and-roll variation on one of the most standard acts
in show business: the virtuoso of the hootchy—kootchy.”21 In this second
article Gould, whose New York Times pulpit made him perhaps the most
influential critic of the era, placed the blame for rock and roll and its at-
tendant evils on the television industry’s pursuit of profit at any moral

cost. The headline said it all: “Elvis Presley—Lack of Responsibility Is
Shown by Tv in Exploiting Teen-Agers.” The full brunt of Gould’s wrath
fell on Presley’s performance on the previous week’s Ed Sullivan Show.
Gould grudgingly acknowledged that television was not alone and that
the magazine and recording industries shared the bja
and roll upon the national scene, as well as white tee
bility, and hormones, But in his analysis, television,
and programmed by adults who should know better, had the most oppor-
tunity —and necessity — to act responsibly to stem the spread of rock and
roll and its attendant socia] maladies. Television was free

vk Times in
try in an ar-

me for casting rock

as a medium created

- . their opportunistic rationalization of television’s function.” He char-
acterized the industry's code as giving the public what they want, and he
condemned them for abrogating their social responsibility to that end,
fulminating that “when this code is applied to teen-agers just becoming
conscious of life’s processes, not onlyis it manifestly without validity but
it, alas, is perilous, Catering to the interests of th

€ younger generation is
one of television’s main jobs;

because those interests do not always co-
incide with parental tastes should not deter the broadcasters. But selfish
exploitation and commercialized overstimulation of youth’s physical im-

pulses is certainly a gross national disservice ”?2
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Whether Gould’s condemnation inspired Sullivan and his producers
to present Presley from the waist up in a subsequent appearance is un-
clear.”® Gould’s implicit condemnation of network executives and his re-
minder of their social responsibilities likely influenced the subsequent
presentation of rock and roll on network television. They could not stop
showing rock and roll, as it drew a desired audience for potential spon-
sors, but neither could they continue to take the blame for disseminating
and furthering the cause of a perceived social ill. In turn, making rock
and roll acceptable for network television meant moving it further away
from its roots in rhythm and blues— thus literally whitening both the
composition of its groups and its sound, regardless of the race of its per-
formers.

Moreover, by 1957 it was clear that rock and roll would be more than a
fleeting fad, thus making it in the television establishment’s best interest
to exploit it for profit while they could. Accordingly, the ABC television
network—still in the shadows of the giant networks of CBS and NBC
and trying to establish a niche for itself —decided to experiment with
rock and roll programming in a stand-alone format. Their first attempt
involved signing Alan Freed (the Cleveland disk jockey who popularized
the term “rock and roll” to make rhythm and blues more palatable to the
white audience) for a thirteen-week stint as the host of Alan Freed’s Big
Beat. The program premiered on Friday, July 12, at 10:30 PM eastern time.
Freed was signed by ABC after a rock and roll program hosted by the disk
jockey scored a solid 13.3 rating earlier that year. The network took spe-

cial care, according to its programming chief Ted Fetter, to ensure that

“the show was acceptable as family fare—screening lyrics and inviting a

selected studio audience, culled from Freed’s own fan club.” Fetter also

mentioned that the network had not received any viewer complaints
about the racially mixed talent lineup.*

Nevertheless, the program’s late prime-time slot owes as much to
the fear of televising rock and roll as to ABC’s hunting for an available
slot. Billboard’s review of the initial program of the thirteen-week series
states that there were no commercials, thus indicating that ABC had not
yet found a sponsor brave enough to bankroll a rock and roll program.

The reviewer, Charlie Sinclair, opened his critique by gently but decid-

edly castigating both rock and roll and ABC for the program’s mediocrity:

“The Big Beat” is hygienic rock and roll. Under the watchful eye of ABC’S

network censors, the show’s cameras view the acts from the waist up-
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foray by ABC into the world of dance programs launched a television in-
stitution—and gave rock and roll on television a bad reputation among
the rock cognoscenti until the dawning of the cable era.

Of the many stations that produced local disk jockey programs, none
was more successful than WFIL in Philadelphia, home of American Band-
stand—an afternoon “dance party” featuring local teens dancing to the
lip-synched beat of their favorite rock and roll bands. American Band-
stand premiered as Bandstand on October 6, 1952, and it “was a sensation
from the start.”*® From the start, Bandstand was little more than visual
radio, fitting into the early television category of “disk jockey program.”
It drew high ratings, as local teens did not seem to tire of watching other
local teens dancing. Moreover, dances seen on the program would soon
spawn local dance fads. Although primarily a venue for the saccharine
white pop music of the day, Bandstand, encouraged by some of its teen-
age regulars, occasionally experimented with African American rhythm
and blues music and artists—a trendsetting and taboo move for televi-
sion in the pre-rock and roll era.

Much of Bandstand’s early energy and success came from its host, the
experienced Philadelphia disk jockey Bob Horn. A sex scandal involving
a teenage girl ended Horn’s career in 1956, just as rock and roll was be-
ginning to make its impact. A young and ambitious WFIL disk jockey,
Dick Clark, was tapped to take Horn'’s place. Clark’s tenure with American
Bandstand began on July 9, 1956, and did not end until March 1989. The
show itself ended six months later. Clark’s public persona was squeaky
clean, as was his vision of the show. When the sex scandal involving Horn
broke open in 1956, Clark used his “choir-boy” image to disassociate his
program from it. This effort also entailed keeping the show clean and free
of any untoward physicality. John Jackson quotes a 1990 interview in
which Clark claimed that had Bandstand been “a snake pit of writhing
bodies,” it would have been “off the air in a week.”*°

American Bandstand premiered on ABC as an afternoon program just as
The Big Beat was imploding. According to a recollection printed in Leon-
ard Goldenson’s autobiography (Goldenson was ABC’s chairman in this
period and was instrumental in its establishment as the third major net-
work), his president, Ollie Treyz, was responsible for bringing American

Bandstand to network television. Treyz, an advertising industry veteran,
enjoyed poring through ratings books. On one of his forays into audience
numbers, he was struck by the consistently high ratings garnered by a
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American Bandstand’s best asset, in terms of its appeal to television ex-
ecutives, was Dick Clark. A 1958 Variety article attributed Clark’s success
to his “underemotional, relaxed ‘all-American boy’ personality.”*® These
same qualities would later be used in rock culture to diminish Clark and
his program’s achievements. Even more heinous in the eyes of rock crit-
ics, Clark was a one-man record promotion giant. A representative of the
Dealers of Greater St. Louis, a trade organization of music store owners,
called Clark “the greatest stimulant to the record business we as dealers
have ever known.”*® American Bandstand'’s Trendex rating of 5.6 topped
both NBC and ¢BS in the 4:00-4:30 PM time slot just two months after
its national introduction on ABC.*’

Sponsors were eager to jump on the Dick Clark bandwagon, too. Al-
though the half-hour version of American Bandstand, presented on Mon-
day nights at 7:30 PM from October 7, 1957, to December 30, 1957, failed
miserably, ABC created a new vehicle for Clark.** The Dick Clark Show was
essentially a half-hour version of American Bandstand combined with a
liberal sprinkling of Your Hit Parade. One of the program’s attractions was
the weekly “American Bandstand Top Ten,” a preview of the songs that
would be featured on the afternoon program during the following week.
Unlike Your Hit Parade, only the hit performances of featured songs were
offered, and they were performed, or more often lip-synched, by the
original artists.*” Variety, normally no friend to rock and roll television,
published a glowing review of the program’s premiere. The review was
particularly sanguine about Clark, whom it called “a young wholesome

type who makes with hip chatter,” and his ability to “gain a hefty adult
quotient” for the program.*® Accordingly, the audience for the Saturday
night Dick Clark Show was estimated to be over half adult. The other
half, teenagers, comprised 40 percent of the market for chewing gum,
thereby leading Beech-Nut Gum to sign on as its sponsor two weeks into
the program’s run. An early 1959 article in Printer’s Ink forecast that the
company would soon announce a sizable gain over the previous year’s
sales. The article quoted a company spokesman as declaring, “I can tell
you quite frankly, we hope we'll be associated with Dick Clark for a long
time. He’s an outstanding salesman, the kind that a company like Beech-

Nut welcomes.”**

This very attractiveness to sponsors, and what was later perceived as
the program’s, and Clark’s, championing of the prefabricated “teen idols”
of the late 1950s, particularly Fabian and Bobby Rydell from Philadel-

242

American roots as much ag did Clark’s programs
Dick ] ‘
o }11c (;'llfelrk and American Bandstand cannot shoulder all of the blame
€ whitening and mainstreamin
. g of rock and roll. Certain]

: ) y, the pro-
fgl;am 1c'lurculated wholesome Images of rock and roll and populari P
15ts who were more congruent with the conservative sexual an
mores of the late 1950s than were rhythm and blues artists and fir

zed art-
d social

st-wave

SlStant Cultu e o} 1t10 eda in }le o) lllautllelltlc
¥ y p S. n ga st tlle feIIllIllZed ot r f

and com iali
mercialized popular culture—and music—promoted on televi-

sion, i i i
That is, the same white middle-class values cited by Ward as an in

depended upon and reinforced them in others.

It was, a i i
B and, nd r.emalns, easier to place the blame on television teenybop-
) teen idols for rock and roll’s ‘mainstreaming” in the late 1950s




than to scrutinize the internalized value systems of those who defined
the discursive boundaries of “rock culture” in the 1960s. This is not to
claim that there were no efforts to contain rock and roll. For example, it
may be compellingly argued that it was the payola scandal of 1959 and
1960s, coming on the heels of the television quiz show scandals, that
forced some of the pioneering rock and roll deejays, most notably Alan
Freed, off the air. Payola, a practice in which disk jockeys received money
from record companies to play new songs, was a long-standing practice
that preceded rock and roll by almost a century. The music historian John
Jackson, for example, traces payola back to 1863. According to Jackson,
representatives of ASCAP, the composer and publisher’s organization as-
sociated with the pre-rock and roll music industry, took advantage of
the political and popular outrage engendered by the quiz show scandals
in an attempt to shut down rock and roll and its primary publisher, ri-
val BML*® The only notable rock and roll disk jockey to survive the pay-
ola scandals with his reputation—and job—intact was Dick Clark. It
is well documented that Clark’s business interests were very much en-
twined with the recordings of many performers featured on American
Bandstand.*” That Clark came out of the payola hearings unscathed while
others suffered grave consequences is marshaled as evidence of his fis-
cal importance to big broadcasting, notably ABc. Jackson reports Alan
Freed’s opinion that “because Dick Clark grossed about $12 million a year
for the ABC network, compared to Freed’s $250,000 yearly figure for the

local waBc radio, there was no doubt in his mind that ABC had a double

standard for him and for Clark.”*®

I have no doubt that Clark’s utility to ABC, and the television magne-
tism and savvy that each day attracted teenage and adult female audi-
ences to American Bandstand, influenced more than a little the outcome
of the payola hearings. I argue, however, that rock and other cultural crit-
ics overemphasize how hegemonic tactics contained rock and roll in the
late 1950s. A more interesting area to explore is why it was so easy to

do so.
Blaming the mainstreaming of rock and roll on television genres, con-

ventions, and programs and foisting prefabricated teen idols onto un-
sophisticated female audiences solves but a part of the puzzle. I suggest
that the culture was not ready for the generational rebellion and mas-
sive social changes that pushed rock and roll firmly onto the scene in the
1960s. Programs such as American Bandstand, The Ed Sullivan Show, and
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road through a series of B-movie vehicles and Parker’s choice of medio-
cre pop songs as Presley’s post-army recordings. Parker’s impact on Pres.
ley’s post-army decline has been eschewed by critics who favor a narra-
tive that constructs a dictatoria] teenybopper and teenage audience that
demanded pop rather than rock and roll.

Many factors contributed to the mai
late 19505, but these have been select
the naturalization of the masculini
myths about

nstreaming of rock and roll in the
ively recalled in order to support
ty in rock and roll in the service of
the popular form’s authenticity and exceptionalism. Rock
and roll is no longer the leading music genre favored by or representing
youth; in fact, many claim that it no longer exists, If it does exist, it does
$0 in its most extreme forms, championing hyperbolic masculinity and
sexuality while reaching out to a small audience of teenage boys, Youth
music is fragmented, and if any form now unifies youth as rock and roll
did in the 19505 and 1960s, it is rap music, which also is constructed as
a masculine preserve, Although rock has fragmented into hundreds of

subgenres that often barely resemble the original, it is still regarded as
a male form. The male gend

from the 19505 through th
tion are still at work in, for
when discussing female ro

er of “rock” is no longer as blatant as it was
e 1970s, but the dynamics of its naturaliza-
example, the use of the term “women inrock”
ck musicians. The logical semantic mate, “men
in rock,” is not used when discussing male rock musicians, As [ write thig
essay, the best-selling youth music in the United States falls into the rap
and the teenybopper categories. Teenybopper artists such as Britney
Spears and the “boy bands” N'Sync and the Backstreet Boys, primarily
appeal to prepubescent and teenage girls, Accordingly, these groups, on
cable as well as on network television, are the butt of critical and cultural
jokes and even some moral panic. Their female fans are as often as vili-
fied as their grandmothers were in the late 1950s. Rock and roll may have

fragmented, but its myths, and its constructions of insiders and outsid-
€IS, remain curiously potent.
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